Altitude insomnia: studies during an expedition to the Himalayas.
During an expedition to the Himalayas, we studied the sleep and respiration of six climbers. Three ingested acetazolamide (500 mg) daily throughout the climb and the other three ingested placebo. At high altitude (4,150-4,846 m), each subject ingested temazepam (10 mg) for one night and placebo for another. Acetazolamide improved sleep above 2,750 m, but it is uncertain whether this was due to sedation or to improvements in arterial oxygen saturation. Sleep was markedly disturbed in all subjects above 4,000 m. Temazepam improved sleep, and in subjects taking acetazolamide, it reduced sleep-onset latencies and increased sleep efficiency close to that of sea level values. These observations suggest that the prophylactic use of acetazolamide is likely to improve sleep in climbers and that a low dose of a benzodiazepine such as temazepam (10 mg) may be beneficial at high altitude. Studies are now needed to exclude any possibility of respiratory impairment at altitude before a firm recommendation can be made regarding the routine use of this hypnotic.